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From Forest to Field: Agriculture in Bonner County  

June 17, 2015 (updated April 15, 2016) 

Completed by: Olivia Luther Morlen & the volunteer staff at 

the Bonner County History Museum  

This document provides a detailed look at the history of agriculture as one of the cornerstones of 

industry in the Bonner County region.  Research was compiled over the course of 2014 and 2015 

via the archives at the Bonner County History Museum, the East Bonner County Library, and the 

University of Idaho, as well as interviews with local residents, a variety of texts on agriculture, 

and various other local sources.  In addition to research, the staff of the Museum also completed 

a full inventory of the artifacts in the current collection that relate to agriculture in Bonner 

County, this includes objects, archive materials, oral histories and photographs.  Where we have 

found holes in the collection, we have reached out to members of the community for donations.  

Additionally, the museum has collected 18 oral histories relating to agriculture, and will continue 

to add to this collection.  All of the oral histories are catalogued and available to listen to in the 

museum, both in complete form, and as segments via our Oral History Listening Station exhibit.  

As the collection continues to grow we will update our digital catalogue so that interested 

individuals might access this information.  This document, and its attachments, is available for 

research purposes in the archives of the museum.  It will also be archived with the Idaho 

Transportation Department and the State of Idaho Historic Preservation Office.   

This text was produced in conjunction with a permanent exhibit, of the same title, installed at the 

Bonner County History Museum.  The exhibit is comprised of artifacts from the collection of the 

museum, as well as objects on long term loan from local residents, and images and documents 

from our archives.   

A full listing of all photographs, objects and archival materials in the museum collection is 

included with this document on the form titled ñMuseum Agriculture Collection.ò  The 

spreadsheet includes the following three categories:  ñDescriptionò, which is a short description 

of the object; ñObject IDò, which is our internal numbering system; and ñObject Nameò which 

indicates the type of object.  The list is sorted by Object ID number.  Additionally, all of the 

photographs used in the exhibit have been included with this report.    
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History of the Area ï From Forest to Field 

Glacial ice once covered much of the Panhandle of Idaho.  Over time, the glacier formed what is 

now known as the Purcell Trench.  The trench ran north from Sandpoint into British Columbia 

and filled the basin where Lake Pend Oreille is now located. Markings in the bedrock show the 

direction the ice moved, shaping such current landmarks as the valley at the mouth of the Pack 

River and rounding the low hills at Sunnyside, while the cliffs of the Green Monarchs show the 

power the ice had when it met a large mountain head on. The glacier moved on down the lake 

before a warming trend finally stopped its advance. 

As the ice melted a large ice dam in the Clark Fork River Valley, near what is now the Idaho-

Montana Stateline, formed Glacial Lake Missoula and impounding much of the water, in some 

areas to depths of over 3,000 feet.  The lake extended east to the Continental Divide near Helena, 

MT, and north into Glacier National Park and Canada. 

As the weather warmed, the pressure of the water finally caused the ice dam to float, resulting in 

a series of 70-100 floods occurring somewhere between 12,000 and 15,000 years ago. These 

enormous walls of water loaded with glacial debris raced southwest through the Clark Fork, 

Pend Oreille and Spokane Valleys and eventually entered the Columbia Basin, scouring the soil 

from the bedrock and leaving in their wake the scablands of Eastern Washington and depositing 

the top soil from three states in the Willamette Valley in Oregon.  A sampling of well driller 

reports throughout the Hoodoo Valley show glacial wash material for the first 75 to 100 feet, 

underlain by clay and silt to about 200 feet. Below the clay and silt lie alternating layers of 

gravels and decomposed or fractured granite.
1
  After the waters receded, vegetation took hold 

and grew in the areas savaged by the floodwaters. 

Ten thousand years of warming allowed plant succession to colonize the Panhandle of Idaho, 

covering the area with dense coniferous forests, from the waterôs edge of the lakes and rivers to 

the high rocky ridges of the mountains. These dense forests resulted from the moist warm air 

from the Pacific Ocean coming in contact with the mountains, where the air loses some of the 

moisture as precipitation, much of it as snow during the winter months. 

The valleys, benches and wetter sites were ideal for cedar, hemlock and grand fir that grew 150 

feet tall and from four to 12 feet in diameter.  Douglas fir, larch and ponderosa pine thrived on 

the drier ridges in the valleys and south facing slopes of the mountains, while spruce and alpine 

fir took over in the higher elevations.  The majestic white wine thrived wherever there was 

sufficient moisture and soil available.  The forest eventually became so dense that the only 

natural openings in the forest were between the high and low water levels of Lake Pend Oreille 

and Pend Oreille River.  

The large mature trees that covered the land were of no use to the Native Americans who started 

occupying the area about 5,000 years ago, thousands of years before the Europeans arrived. The 

forests actually presented a barrier to travel. Trails were restricted to natural openings in large 

mature timber stands and ridges with soil too thin to support the large trees. This is evident in an 
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Annual Report by the Department of the Interior in 1898, ñThe Priest River Reserve is a forest 

region.  Its natural peculiarities are such that it can never become an agricultural section, and all 

efforts to make it such should be discontinued.  Its chief value lies in the immense forest growth 

it is capable of maintaining, and in whatever mineral deposits time may disclose.ò   

When the fur traders arrived in 1809, they brought iron axes that were capable of falling trees 

and working them into planks. These planks were used for building boats and the logs were used 

to create dwellings and shelters. Axes helped clear windfalls from trails, but they were not 

capable of working the larger trees. David Thompson,  a representative of the Northwest Fur 

Company which was later absorbed by the Hudson Bay Company, established Idahoôs first 

trading post in 1809 on the shores of Lake Pend Oreille about 4 ½ miles from the present site of 

the town of Hope.  This trading post, which he called Kullyspell House, consisted of two 

buildings, one for living in and one for storing furs.  These were the first houses erected by white 

men in Idaho.  In one of them, David Thompson enacted the first commercial transaction in the 

State when he exchanged more than one hundred skins brought in by the Indians of that vicinity.  

Kullyspell House was used as trading post until it was abandoned for a more favorable location 

on the Clark Fork River near the present location of Woodland, Montana.  None of these cabins 

survived, although there is a record of the sites on which they were built. 
2
 

Having explored Lake Pend Oreille and the Columbia River from its source to its mouth, David 

Thompson, a skilled mapmaker, made the first accurate charts of the area, the Clark Fork River, 

the Columbia River, and the first account of what is now Bonner County. 

As early as 1840, Father DeSmet was a frequent visitor to this part of the state.  And as early as 

1860, the Hudson Bay Company operated a trading post at Seneacquoteen on the Pend Oreille 

River about 14 miles from the mouth of Lake Pend Oreille.  This post was located near the 

present town of Laclede.  Seneacquoteen is a crossing situated on a comparatively narrow place 

on the river where Indians were accustomed to crossing, a stop along the Wild Horse Trail.  It 

was this place that was first designated as a county seat for Kootenai County.  Before the county 

was formally organized, however, the designation was changed to Rathdrum and Seneacquoteen 

never actually became the county seat. 

The discovery of gold near Helena, Montana, was largely influential in the establishment of mail 

and freight routes across Northern Idaho and Lake Pend Oreille.  The northern outlet stretched 

from California to the Columbia River, overland to Lake Pend Oreille, across Lake Pend Oreille, 

and overland again to Thompson, Montana. 

The mail freight route provided transportation from San Francisco and Portland, up the Columbia 

River to Walla Walla.  From Walla Walla, they used pack trains to avoid the rapids and went 

overland to Lake Pend Oreille.  They then went across the lake by boat from the present site of 

Bayview to Woodland, Montana.  From there they again went overland by pack train to Helena. 

In 1864, the steamer ñMary Moodyò and two other boats were built at Seneacquoteen to pick up 

mail at the steamboat landings and transport it across the lake to a settlement about where 

Sandpoint now stands.  From there, the mail was taken on horseback through the mountains to 
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Missoula.  The first post office in the area was established in a little village called Ventnor about 

1880.  Ventnor was approximately 3 ½ miles across the lake from Sandpoint. 

In 1869 surveyors with the Northern Pacific Railroad traversed North Idaho while doing 

reconnaissance to see if a route were feasible for construction of the railroad through the Idaho 

Panhandle.  The surveyors could not help but take notice of the available timber, with trees 

measuring twenty-five feet around and stretching well over two hundred feet into the sky.  By 

1881 trees began falling as the right-of-way men cleared a fifty-foot swath through the forest and 

logs were taken to sawmills established along the line to be made into ties, bridge timbers, and 

lumber for railroad stations and other buildings.  Small Brothers, later Small & Ellis, ran one 

such mill at Dry Lake, north of today's town of Athol, and later moved their mill farther east to 

Ellisport, just past Hope.  The graders, bridge carpenters, and track layers followed in succession 

as the railroad approached Lake Pend Oreille. 3  The 1890s saw the arrival of the Great Northern 

Railway which signaled the start of a period of steady growth and expansion for the area.  

Eventually, the area attracted three transcontinental railroads (the Northern Pacific, Great 

Northern and the Canadian Pacific) on their way west.  With three transcontinental railroads 

crossing the area, many felt that what was to become Bonner County was destined to be a center 

for business and manufacturing.   

The first big business came in the form of the lumber industry, with the first sawmill opening in 

1880 by Robert Weeks (who also owned a general store, dealing primarily in furs, a hotel and a 

bar).  The mill eventually failed financially.  Other small mills sprang up, including O.A. Dodge 

at Fish Lake and Frederick Post in Rathdrum, both built in 1882.  By the early 1900s, the scene 

had grown dramatically with 20 large mills in operation from Harrison to Bonners Ferry. 
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Description of Bonner County  

Bonner County is located in the northern part of Idaho. As of the 2010 census, the population 

was 40,877.  Bonner County was created in February, 1907, when Governor Gooding approved 

an act of legislature, cutting out the northern half of Kootenai County to form a new county, 

called Bonner in honor of E. L. Bonner who established the first ferry across the Kootenai River 

at the present site of Bonners Ferry.  The seat of government was Sandpoint, the principal city of 

Bonner County today. 

Bonner County has an area of 17,428 square miles, extends 45 miles east to west and is 

surrounded by Boundary County to the north, State of Montana to the east, Kootenai County to 

the south and State of Washington to the west.  The county was named after Edwin L. Bonner 

who established a ferry on the Kootenai River in 1864 near present day Bonners Ferry, ID (now 

a part of Boundary County, which separated from Bonner County on January 23, 1915). 

In land area, Bonner County has 1,109,248 acres with total area in farms at 166,080 acres.  

National Forest Land occupies 429,791 acres; the Bureau of Land Management, 76,616; and 

State Land, 149,848. 

Bonner County is predominantly a cut-over section of northern Idaho, made up of broken 

forested foothills, interspersed with fertile valleys contiguous to lakes and streams.  The valleys 

have an altitude of about 2,100 feet above sea level while some of the hills rise 4,000 feet higher.  

Climate conditions vary considerably from area to area.  Rainfall difference and air drainage are 

the most variable.  Temperatures at any one time differ only slightly from area to area due to the 

modified, continental type climate and are fairly moderate.  The lowest normal temperature 

usually occurs in January with an average of 15.5ϊ F.  The warmest temperature occurs during 

the summer months with July and August the hottest of the year.  July usually averages about 

83ϊ F., with August a few degrees cooler.  

The average length of the growing season in the lower valley is 115-121 frost free days and 90-

100 in higher altitudes.  Air drainage has a greater bearing on the length of the growing season 

than altitude.  The mean annual rainfall averages 28 inches.  Seasonal distribution is uneven, 

with less than a one-inch monthly average occurring during the growing season of June, July and 

August.  Precipitation is greatest during months of November, December, January and February 

and is usually in the form of snow. 

Evaporation rate in most areas of Bonner County is lower than much of the State of Idaho with 

heavy dews most nights of the year.  The run-off in Bonner County does not create any serious 

erosion problems, in spite of the fact of the very heavy rainfall and snow depths that occur in the 

county. There are adequate supplies of water for most purposes; however, in a few areas it is 

necessary for community water systems to pipe in water from either the lake or mountain 

streams for domestic use.  The large supplies of water in Pend Oreille and Priest Lakes and in the 

Pend Oreille and Clark Fork rivers are used mostly for recreational purposes and power usage. 

Vegetative zones, climactic conditions and terrain are somewhat similar of those of the British 

Columbia Province in Canada.  The county has within its boundaries a large system of lakes, 



7 

 

including Lake Pend Oreille which has an extensive shore line of several hundred miles.  

Sandpoint is located on the western shore of this large body of water.  In the northwestern part of 

the county, upper and lower Priest Lakes afford a mecca to the fisherman, hunter and the lover of 

the outdoors.  

A valley traverses the county from north to south near the junction of Pend Oreille Lake and 

river, widening into a large, solid farming area north of the lake.  The northeastern part of the 

county includes the Selle, Grouse Creek, Colburn, and Pack River farming areas, all cleared out 

of original timber stands of white pine, tamarack and other forest species.  South of Sandpoint a 

long, north-south valley contains many small farm units hewed out of original wilderness forest 

areas.  Cocolalla Lake is another rather large body of water lying in the Purcell glaciated trench 

along the highway from Sandpoint to Coeur dôAlene.  The lake is noted for its bass and trout 

fishing, and has many farms and one small hamlet dotting its shoreline.  

In the eastern portion of Bonner County lies a rich agricultural area starting at the towns of 

Cabinet and Clark Fork and extending along the northern shorelines of the Clark Fork River 

(which enters Bonner County from Montana near Cabinet Gorge) and Lake Pend Oreille.  This 

lake empties into the Pend Oreille River at Sandpoint and flows out of the county into 

Washington, west of Priest River, eventually emptying into the Columbia River.  A similar rich 

agricultural area lies to the west of Sandpoint and extends along both banks of the Pend Oreille 

River to the Washington State Line.  The towns of LaClede, Morton, Priest River and Newport 

lie in this agricultural belt.  The Pend Oreille River drains Hoodoo Valley from the south and the 

Priest Lake to Priest River area from the north.  The extreme northern portion of the county 

above Priest Lake lies eleven miles south of the Canadian boundary.  The Blanchard Valley lies 

in the extreme southwestern corner of the county and is partly irrigated.   

The Blanchard district is an area of western yellow pine growing on a rather sparse soil in the 

lowlands.  A wide variance is noted between the moss covered rocks, thick timber and 

undergrowth of the Priest Lakes area a comparatively few miles to the north of this section.  

These marked variations in climates, soils and vegetative zones all over Bonner County makes 

an analysis of its soil types and farming possibilities a fascinating study.   

For centuries the forested areas dropped their needles to the forest floor, decaying trees 

contributed humus to the soils, and resinous products of the former timbered woodlands 

infiltrated into the earthôs surface.  These conditions make for soils quite rich in some substances 

but lacking in others necessary to a rich agricultural area.  The muck-peat soils found along 

rivers and in ancient lake beds are rich in nitrogenous substances but are sometimes lacking in 

potash and phosphorous so necessary for plant growth.  Much of the soil is technically a loose 

soil, having in part been carried ages ago by high winds that swept over the Columbia Basin and 

deposited on hill and valley to a depth of approximately a foot. Because of this fact, certain soil 

types of the county need much fertilizing before high agricultural productivity is attained.  

Extreme variation in soil types (approximately 42 different soil types and series are found in the 

county), moisture and temperature provide a wide range of farm problems throughout the county. 

As is true in most sections of the western United States, the best farming areas lie in the ancient 

valleys along lakes, streams and rivers, where the silt loam and sandy loam soils are to be found, 

along with the organic peat and muck types of highly impregnated organic residue.   
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The western yellow pine areas of the southwestern portion of Bonner County are very dry and 

carry a thin top soil of gravels, sands and very little decayed vegetation.  These areas are 

generally used for grazing purposes just as the higher mountainous areas included within the 

Kaniksu National Forest.  More than ½ of the area of the county is in National Forest Reserve 

which assures grazing facilities, perpetual timber resources and watershed control. 

 

  

Selle Valley, Grouse Creek, Colburn & Pack 
River farming areas  

 

 

Blanchard 
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Staking a Claim: The Homestead Act & the 

Beginnings of Agriculture in Bonner County, 

1862-1910 

The Homestead Act of 1862 declared that any citizen or intended citizen could claim a quarter 

section (160 acres) of surveyed public domain land. The claimant "proved up" on the homestead by 

making improvements on the land including building a dwelling and clearing the land and planting 

crops. After five years the original filer could obtain a patent for the land free and clear. In 

subsequent land laws, Congress intended to encourage, assist and reward ordinary Americans for 

opening the frontier lands and settling the West. Two of the most important laws to western states 

included the Desert Land Act of 1877 and Timber and Stone Act of 1878. However, Congress, 

reacting to all sorts of public requests and political pressures, enacted a bewildering 3,500 additional 

land laws by 1880.4  

By 1890, it was clear that the supply of public land was not inexhaustible, and the original land laws 

were found to be fraught with problems.   As a result, two laws were created, and these laws in turn 

formed the basis of the Forest Service today. These laws included the General Revision Act of 1891 

and the Organic Act of 1897. These acts authorized the establishment and management of Forest 

Reserves (later National Forests) out of the remaining public domain.  

Many in the west clearly opposed the establishment of the Forest Reserves. In February 1909, Idaho 

Senator Heyburn expressed5 what many of his constituents were saying at the time. ñThe system 

[Forest Reserves] as now executed is paralyzing the growth of the State of Idaho. Businessmen and 

mining investors will not invest money within a forest reserve. They will not place themselves in a 

position where they must ask permission to do that which they in other parts of the country may do 

without permission of officers. American citizens prefer to have their legal rights established by law 

and not by consent. The Priest River Reserve was created on February 22, 1897, and contains 

645,120 acres. This reservation contains a vast amount of land fit for home making and settlement.ò 

In response, Congress passed the Forest Homestead Act of 1906, authorizing the opening of the 

Forest Reserves to free settlement. More specifically, it opened agricultural lands within Forest 

Reserves not needed for public purposes.  Local newspapers were reserved in their response to this 

information.  An article in the Bonners Ferry Herald, May 19, 1906, stated ñCongress has passed a 

bill enabling settlers to locate lands in forest reserves, under the homestead laws.  We understand that 

the land may be located by metes and bounds.  The law has merit.  We understand that the president 

has approved the bill.  This will permit the selection of many good ranches adjacent to Bonners 

Ferry.ò 

At the same time that the government was rethinking its original land laws, the population of 

northern Idaho [the original Kootenai and Shoshone Counties] swelled from 970 people in 1880 to 

9,490 people in 18906.  The state as a whole saw dramatic economic growth at this time in both 

agriculture and forestry, as well as a population increase from 88,548 in 1890 to 161,772 in 1900 
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5
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6
 4,108 in Kootenai and 5,382 in Shoshone  
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and to 325,594 in 1910.  Considering that approximately 80% of the population was rural as late 

as 1910 suggests the continuing preeminence of agriculture.  Moreover, agricultural expansion 

took place all over the state.  Idahoôs largest industry was, and still is, agriculture, and much of 

the stateôs activity is geared to agricultural production and related service industries. 
7
  

While early visitors to North Idaho noticed its potential for lumber and agriculture, difficult access 

prevented many from pursuing its potential.   Instead, this growth can be attributed to the opening of 

mines in the Coeur d'Alene Mining District.   Until reliable transportation arrived, Livingston-Little8  

observed that, ñAbout the only deterrent to the rapid settlement of the undeveloped agricultural lands 

of North Idaho was its remoteness. In this regard, the difficulty of access and the fear of Indian 

dangers were outweighed by the purely economic considerations; there simply were no really sizable 

markets for the large crop potential of the region, and since most of their clothing and implements 

had to be imported, it was imperative that their crops be sold in an outside market. The development 

of large-scale agriculture, therefore, was dependent upon transportation facilities capable of getting 

the crops to a distant market at a reasonable cost.ò 

The history of agriculture in northern Bonner County would not be complete without mentioning 

the hardships; financial stress and lifestyle the farmer and rancher endured and thrived on.  Those 

arriving in the late 1800s found themselves in a total wilderness. A virgin forest dominated the 

entire county. Their challenge was to provide a living for themselves from this wilderness. The 

only clearings were stream bottoms where a few natural meadows existed.  

A dwelling of some sort was the first order of business. The house and the buildings that 

followed were made out of what nature provided. This of course was logs. Cedar trees hundreds 

of years old supplied split planks for floors, doors and shakes for the roofs. 

A garden also was of prime importance as this is what the family survived on. Enough deer and 

bear were in the country to supply most of the meat. Every creek had brook and cutthroat trout. 

What paying jobs there were was mostly related to the vast stands of timber in some way. Small 

sawmills were sprouting up to supply the railroadsô demand for trees, timber and piling. New 

settlements needed lumber. Pole companies were soon established in Sandpoint opening a 

market for some of the settlersô timber. 

Clearing the land was slow and labor intensive. The first land clearing was a matter of falling the 

trees, burning the slash and farming around the stumps. As time and means permitted the stumps 

would be blasted with dynamite and grubbed out with the help of horses and axes. Dynamite was 

shipped into Sandpoint in carload lots each spring by the Farmers General Supply Company and 

farmers bought it by the tons.   

The open meadows of the Hoodoo Valley were some of the first to be homesteaded. In selecting 

160 acres, the homesteader first determined which sections were owned by the Northern Pacific 

Railroad in the checkerboard pattern of ownership throughout the valley.  However, surveys of 

Bonner County townships were not complete until 1896, and some of the earliest pioneers of the 

valley, those who came during the 1880s, found they had settled on railroad land.  In 1896 

Charles Selle homesteaded 160 acres in what is now the Selle community. He logged the trees 
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from his land and while others logged their land and moved on, he and his family stayed and 

farmed their ñstump ranch.ò Railroad stations, schools, post offices, and geographic areas of the 

County were often named after some of these early settlers. 

With the arrival of the Iron Horse (Northern Pacific in 1883, the Great Northern in 1893 and the 

Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul in 1909) settlement and access issues were quickly resolved.  

Lured by the availability of inexpensive Northern Pacific land grants (the railroad had a total of 

1,256,615.76 acres in Idaho within 60 miles of their right-of-way), scores of settlers arrived in the 

area.  This is evident in the 1900 census figures of 10,216 people in Kootenai County. 9     Slow at 

first, railroad land sales reached 16,041 acres in 1897, 48,799 acres in 1898, 35,986 acres in 1899, 

and 104,672 acres in 1900. 10  Yet relationships with the railroad companies were not always cordial.  

In an article dated April 29, 1904 in the Northern Idaho News, it was stated that ñthe farmers along 

the line of the Great Northern have it in for the railroad was evidenced at Priest River this week 

when Henry Bicknell was arrested on complaint of the company and brought before Justice 

Hydorn charged with breaking insulars on the telegraph poles.  The grievance of the farmers is 

said to have arisen over dissatisfaction with the alleged small amounts allowed them by the claim 

department for cattle killed from time to time by the railroad company.ò 

Around the turn of the century the lumbering industry arrived on the scene. The development of the 

timber resources in the area indirectly resulted from the depletion of the stands of white pine in the 

Midwest (e.g., Maybee 1959) and the improvement of the railroad transportation in North Idaho.  As 

news of the timber resources spread, the industry grew. In December of 1900, the Humbird Lumber Co. 

bought the Sandpoint Lumber Co. Their operation grew to include their Sandpoint mill (located on l20 

acres along Lake Pend Oreille, north of the present-day Edgewater Lodge on the east side of Sand Creek) 

and a sawmill in Kootenai (opened in 1903). The two mills were connected by railroad. 

In Laclede Albert C. White arrived in 1909 from Saginaw, Mich., and opened the A.C. White 

Lumber Co.   Priest River was also a booming timber town. The White Pine Lumber Co. 

operated until it burned in 1905. The Jurgen Bros. Lumber Co. rebuilt it and operated it until 

1912, when it was sold to C.W. Beardmore.  

But the largest operation remained the Humbird Lumber Co., which possessed a vast 200,000 

acres of prime timberland across Bonner County and in parts of Kootenai County. Humbird 

acquired 18,000 acres from the Northern Pacific Railroad and the remaining timberland from 

private individuals. They started cutting the valley floors first. When that was depleted, they 

moved into the mountains.  When the Weyerhaeuser Syndicate invested in Humbird Lumber Co., 

it was estimated that it would require 30 to 40 years to saw the visible supply of timber. Within a 

30-mile radius, there were 500 million board feet of timber, most of it cedar, white pine, yellow 

pine, fir and tamarack. Sandpoint was known as the largest shipper of cedar poles and pilings in 

the Northwest for a time. 

But the forests could not sustain the logging operations forever, and most lumber companies did 

not plan to hold onto the land long enough for the forests to regenerate.  "We do not expect our 

timber resource to last forever," wrote the editor of the local newspaper in 1901, "but just long 

enough to give us a start in other directions."  One of those new directions would be agriculture.   
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After a decade of logging in the area, timber companies like Humbird were now proud owners of 

some 200,000 acres of stumps.  Their best option was to dispose of these assets, which helped to 

reduce their tax obligation as well as generate much welcome income.  Timber sales for Humbird 

Lumber Company's sales ran from 1910-1944.
11

  

In 1910, the average land prices varied from $2.50 to $10 per acre.  Humbird, in an effort to help 

boost sales, offered easy terms and allowed buyers to put only 10 percent down, with the rest 

payable over ten years at 6 percent interest.
12

 

 

Humbird opened its first sale of cutover lands on June 11, 1910, preceded by a local advertising 

campaign that generated favorable press.  Thousands of acres, "some of the richest agricultural 

and fruit lands of the county," would now be available, claimed the newspaper, with prices 

starting as low as fifty cents per acre.  In reality, prices were much higher and averaged well over 

$35 per acre that year, resulting in a paltry 3,350 sold, most of which were in a prime location 

close to Sandpoint and the nearby Selle Valley.  The average price dropped to just under $30 the 

next year and then plunged to $16 in 1912.  Three years later, an ad for Humbird lands admitted 

that prices had been set too high, and with recent reductions, "choice valley land" near the Pack 

River was being offered at just $15 per acre.  This downward trend in pricing continued for the 

remainder of the land sales, ending in 1944 at $1.56 per acre for the remaining marginal lands.  

Over the thirty-five years of sales, prices averaged $7.37 per acre.  One reason for this downward 

trend was the high failure rate among the early buyers.  Some may have thought they could turn 

a quick profit on the land but more than likely most left when confronted with the reality of 

dealing with fields full of stumps.  During the first two years, more than 40 percent of the sales 

were cancelled.
13

  

 
The jump in the population of the Kootenai/Bonner county area in 1910 to 36,335 reflects both the 

influx of settlers and the beginnings of the lumber industry. By 1920 this same area contained a 

population of 42,286.14 

The first wave of settlers claimed the land most suitable for farms, leaving the marginal lands for 

later immigrants.  Many were under the misapprehension that the rich forested lands could easily 

be turned into rich agricultural lands simply by being logged off.  But successful homesteading 

required more than free land and a bit of hard work and determination.  It also required money.  

But a lack of money and misleading promotional activities by landholders induced many to settle 

on lands that were unsuited for agriculture.   

In 1917, Decamp recorded that ñThe agricultural exploitation of the region has turned the 

attention of many unable to purchase the privately-owned lands, to the homestead areas within 

                                                           
11 Humbird, "Humbird Lumber Company," 54-56. 
12 Humbird, "Humbird Lumber Company," 54; Petersen, Company Town, 101-103; T. J. Humbird to J. P. 

Weyerhaeuser, 31 May 1910:1, folder 43 Humbird Lumber Company 1910-1918, box 28, file 7, P930 

Weyerhaeuser Family Papers, MHS. 

13 Ad, Northern Idaho News, 7 June 1910, 4:4-6; "Humbird Lands On Market June 11th," Northern Idaho News, 7 

June 1910, 8:1-2; "The Story of the Humbird Lands," Northern Idaho News, Development Edition, February 1914, 

Part II, 2:1-6, 7:5-6; "Have You A Good Home?" Northern Idaho News, 14 December 1915, Part I, 4:1-3; "Humbird 

Lumber Company, Land Department," 31 December 1919, file 6, box 48, MC 80 A. M. Holter Papers, MHSA; 

Humbird, "Humbird Lumber Company," 55-56.   
14 Idaho Department of Commerce and Development 1963: 231 
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the Forest. Due to the fact that the valuable white pine timber thrives best on the agricultural 

soils, the more accessible of the arable areas were alienated prior to the creation of the Forest, in 

timber claims. What remained was rapidly taken up under the homestead laws, until now there is 

very little land of value for agriculture remaining. What remained are mainly isolated strips 

along the creeks or the dry upper bench soils, formerly passed up as non-agricultural. The 

demand for homestead lands within the Forest has been so heavy that in instance after instance 

lands were filed on, partially cleared, and then abandoned because the agricultural value would 

not justify even the small amount of cultivation required under the Homestead law. Especially is 

this true of lands in the vicinity of Lake Pend Oreille, where the homesteader, blinded by the 

wonderfully beautiful scenery, in too many cases undertook to wrest a living from poor soils, and 

failed: his abandoned claim standing as a sad monument of lack of foresightedness, both on the 

part of the settler in demanding such lands, and on the part of the Forest Service in granting 

them.ò
15
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 1917: 7 

Abandoned homestead near Cocolalla, Idaho. 
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 ñA promising young town, located in the heart of the timber belt and a rich agricultural sectionò 

was how the new town of Elmira was described by the Northern Idaho News in December of 

1905.   Between 1900 and 1925 farmers, and would-be farmers, came in from areas such as 

Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado as well as many other states, where they had heard of the cheap cut-

over land in Northern Idaho. The first farms north of Sandpoint were mostly in the Selle Valley 

and extended to Oden, Hope and Clark Fork and later Colburn, Samuels, Elmira, Grouse Creek 

and Gold Creek. These families were willing to take on the task of clearing the land of stumps 

and logging debris. 

Yet, the reality of life, preserved in oral and written history from the homesteaders themselves, 

tells a more accurate picture of the variety of ways that the Homestead Act and the Timber and 

Stone Act functioned in the forests of northern Idaho. The homesteader's stories also illustrate 

the diversity of life styles on a timber homestead in northern Idaho. 

Gordon Needham (1971) presents this picture of homesteading as it took place on the west side of 

Lake Pend Oreille north of Lakeview.  
Charley had a sister at Dayton, Wash. who was a widow with three children, she came to Lakeview to visit 

Charley and during this visit met Jack Needham, after a courtship of a few months they were married at 

Hope, Idaho on Nov. 4, 1897, Zora T. Magee Martindale became Mrs. Needham and moved with her three 

children to the homestead at Cedar Creek. The children were Viola Mae 12, Alma Ellen 7, and Franklin 

Wesley 5, this called for a school as another homesteader had 4 children, a site was selected about 3/4 of a 

mile from the Needham homestead and a log cabin was built on public land, the logs were cut in heavy 

timber near the site of the building, it was near a good spring and there was plenty of wood for the cutting. 

At this time the Needhams had a five room log house, a barn and other out buildings, a good bearing 

orchard, a horse, two cows, a dog, a cat and 20 hives of bees . . .  

On Sept. 8, 1898, I Gordon Alvin Needham, joined the family, as there were no Doctors handy, my Mother 

was attended by two neighbor women, Mrs. Crisp and Mrs. Schroeder from Granite Creek.  

In October of that year it was time to get the yearôs supply of groceries so my father rowed his boat to 

Steamboat Landing (Button Hook Bay now) walked the wagon road to Rathdrum, 22 miles, purchased the 

supplies which consisted of 8 barrels of flour, which was 32 49 lb. Sacks, 100 lbs of white sugar and 100 

pounds of brown sugar and 25 pounds of coffee and the many other small items that are needed for a home. 

A team and wagon was hired to take the load to the lake and then to transport it by row boat to Cedar 

Creek, most of the supplies were stored in a building at the landing and many trips with 350 lbs in the boat 

was made to Cedar Creek, then old Billie was hitched to the go devil and the supplies was hauled to the 

house and stored under the stair way, it took about two weeks to get the trip for groceries completed. Just a 

few weeks later on Dec. 22, the house caught fire in the upstairs and completely destroyed the house with 

everything in it, only a few items could be saved among them a sewing machine and a few dishes. The 

family moved in with Christian Jones a bachelor who was our next-door neighbor. When the steamboat 

came in, the captain was told that Jack Needham had burned out, he told this at every stop on the lake and 

stated he should be back. At 1 o'clock the next morning the whistle of the boat was heard and my father and 

Jones went to the lake, the boat had made the trip stopped at each landing on the lake and picked up food 

clothing bedding and dishes and everything needed to start housekeeping again.  

The following day the workshop was cleaned out, partitions were made from burlap gunnysacks, and the 

Needhams lived in it for more than a year. My father started cutting timber for the new house, it is built of 

logs standing on end and all hewn with a broad ax, there are more than 600 hewed pieces in this house, the 

original house consisted of six rooms, three bedrooms were added later and were made of sawed lumber. 

The living room was 18 x 20 feet with a big bay window which Mother had filled with flowers, they were 

often removed and a three piece orchestra moved in, we really had good dances there, at one of them we 

had 103 people . . .  

There was always plenty of work to be done, wood to cut, garden to plant, weed and harvest, fruit trees to 

prune and spray then to pick the fruit when ready. Between times we could always clear more land for 

cultivation. All told we had about 60 acres [out of the 160 acres on the Needham homestead] in cultivation. 
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Or this story, from the Priest Lake area (Simpson and Simpson 1981: 40-2) farther north. 
In 1919, Alva and Myrtle Allen filed on a 90-acre homestead in Sec. 32 T 63, N, R 4W, along the south 

shore of Upper Priest Lake. They built a log cabin approximately 200 yards south of what is now called 

Plowboy Camp Ground, along the Beaver Creek-Navigation Trail #302. Substantial remains of the cabin 

are still standing.  

At the time the Allens selected the building site, the view up the lake extended to the mouth of Upper Priest 

River and the Hughes Meadow valley. By the late 1930s, the trees and underbrush had all but hidden the 

cabin from the casual sightseers who hiked along the trail.  

Over the years, the couple completed the cabin with their own hands, using native timber. They split the 

shakes for the roof and hand-hewed the boards used for the floor, the trim, and front porch. Mr. Allen built 

all the furniture from birch limbs and cedar shakes. A spring south of the cabin was walled with rock. The 

water was machine tub and the main boiler from an old still. The two tubs had holes punched in the bottom 

and were installed in the sand which produced filtered water of excellent quality . . .  

The Allens had no living relatives and rather than sell their homestead to developers, they deeded it back to 

the people of the United States, on October 25, 1934. They granted the deed with the proviso that they 

would have life tenancy. 

Even though the first settlers tended to claim the best lands first, once in a while they overlooked a 

parcel. The Northern Idaho News in Sandpoint, Idaho (September 1, 1909) reported just such a case 

as front-page news.  
Locates Homestead Just West of City  

Jack Eamon Files On quarter section and Will Move Family There last week John Eamon located on a 

homestead of 160 acres less than four miles west of this city on section 18 of this town and range. There is 

nothing out of the ordinary about such a transaction, but to think that a piece of land with between two and 

three million feet of saw timber to say nothing of the thousands of ties on it, was lying so near the city 

without an entry being made long ago, as such is the case.  

Sam Perry well known to nearly all the residents of Sandpoint was in Coeur d'Alene not long since at which 

time he looked the matter up in the land office in that city and discovered the fact that a part of section 18, 

township 57, range west was unoccupied and open to entry for homestead. He immediately told discovery 

and they at once located and now many old timers as well as some of the newer ones are wondering how 

the land happened to remain unsettled on for so long a time and so close to the city.  

The land in question is about three and one half miles from the center of the city and joins the Woodward 

claim. A fairly good wagon road is already built to the claim, which makes access comparatively easy. Jack 

says a good creek runs on the property and can be converted to irrigation purposes with a small amount of 

work as well as piped into the house.  

Last week lumber was hauled to the place and Mr. Eamon started the erection of a house on the newly 

acquired property. By the late part of this week the family will move to the ranch and will make their home 

there in the future. A cow and the necessary chickens have already been taken to their new home. Needless 

to say all of Jack's friends which are many are extending congratulations for this good fortune. 

Nelle Portrey Davis (1942: 44ff) moved with her family from the dust bowl of eastern Colorado to a 

ñstump ranchò just south of Bonners Ferry, Idaho, in 1937. A writer, she recorded her experiences in 

detail.  
Knowing we had but little capital, Mr. Chambers directed us to a small tract only a mile away. We were so 

delighted with it that we looked no farther. It was a forty-acre place. The previous autumn a young couple 

from Wyoming had purchased it. The husband had cut logs and hauled them to mill, and erected an 18-by-

27-foot house. Before completing it he had been killed by a falling tree, and the young widow had gone 

back to her home state.  

Little and plain and box-like, the house stood bravely unpainted under the towering evergreens crowding 

all around it. The interior was roughly partitioned into four rooms: two small bedrooms, without closets, 

across one end; the other end divided into two oblong rooms, one of which served as a combination kitchen 

and dining room, and the other as living room . . .  

The growth of timber included only a little jack pine or bull pine, and the ground cover had little thyanosis, 

or "buck brush," as it is called here. But these facts were not significant to us then. Now we know how 
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fortunate we were not to have put our tiny capital and our efforts into land containing an abundance of 

these growths, for their profuseness signifies too much sand for cropland.  

In another respect, too, we seem to were  just plain lucky. Within a mile of our place there is land, which is 

frost-free only one month in the year. Anyone 

foolish enough to plant a garden on such land will 

find it frosted down in June. If he has sufficient 

faith to cause him to plant again, he will find the 

growth cut short by an August frost. The 

disadvantages of "frost spots", or inferior soil 

would not be apparent to prairie-accustomed eyes, 

and have frustrated the hopes of many a stump 

rancher. These drawbacks make the land unfit for 

anything but meadow or pasture, and doom to 

disappointment a homemaker who wishes to grow 

a substantial share of his living on the soil. 

The reality of owning logged-off lands, and the 

challenge of making it useful for agriculture, 

would dominate the scene over the next two/three 

decades.    

In areas such as the Hoodoo Valley there were 

thousands of acres of meadowland which 

provided pasture for livestock, and a reliable 

source of hay that was cut late in the summer if 

the land drained sufficiently. The quality of the 

meadow hay varied, depending on the percentage 

of palatable native grasses. 

Hay brought a good price no matter the quality. 

Because of the long winter season hay was always 

in short supply, and when large numbers of 

logging horses were brought to the valley, the 

price of hay went as high as $100 per ton 

delivered by the Spokane International to the 

small towns of the valley. 

Farmers soon began ditching their land to bring 

more of the meadows under cultivation. The 

lower meadowland was made up entirely of peat 

to a depth of 20 feet in some areas. Farming this 

kind of ground was a real challenge and required 

some labor; however it was much easier than 

clearing the higher ground of the huge stumps of 

virgin forest. 

The large-scale promotion of ditching and 

draining (reclamation) began about 1906 with 

Paul Clagstone on his ranch at the upper end of the Hoodoo valley. Clagstone hired men to clear 

his meadows, some of the land covered with thick stands of small alder. He demonstrated how 

The Hoodoo Valley received a lot of 

publicity in the early 1900ôs as a result of 

both Paul Clagstoneôs drainage projects and 

Bonner Countyôs first University of Idaho 

Experiment Station at Clagstone.  

Once the Clagstone experiment station land 

was cleared it produced excellent crops. 

Paul Clagstoneôs Kootenai Ranch had a 

large livestock operation, bringing in 

blooded Hereford cattle, as well as 

experimenting with a large hog farm. The 

June 20, 1909 edition of the Gem State 

Rural of Caldwell contains a letter written 

by Paul Clagstone: ñI am writing to call 

attention to the great advantages of 

northern Idaho for certain forms of stock 

raising. Bonner County, in particular, with 

its many rich natural meadows and 

bottomlands, cool, shady groves of alder 

and poplar, innumerable springs, streams, 

and lakes, and a bracing mountain air 

which gives extraordinary vigor to all 

animals, offers fine opportunities to the 

stockman. Dairying, the raising of fine 

sheep and beef cattle on small farms, and 

especially the growing and finishing of 

hogs are bound to succeed.ò  

It was 1909 when Clagstone wrote that 

Bonner County was to have its first real 

county fair at Sandpoint. He was planning 

to take some purebred Berkshire hogs and a 

collection of grasses and clovers as well as 

samples of field peas, artichokes, and 

carrots. Clagstoneôs hogs were raised in 

pastures, the largest being 80 acres 

surrounded by a heavy pole fence with 

barbed wire at the top which ñstopped any 

predatory animals, which are common in 

this country.ò 
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Hoodoo Valley construction work for Clagstone drainage project. 

the clearing and draining could be done.   He also attempted to construct a dam across the valley 

east of Clagstone Junction, intending for the dam to hold water back from his fields while a 

pumping system would lower the water table on the other side. The project failed, however.  

It appeared that the best solution was to drain the swamp lakes between Clagstone Junction and 

Edgemere with an excavated channel all the way to the Pend Oreille River. It would require 

engineering help, however. This was 15 miles of wetlands with very little difference in elevation 

between the head of the drainage at Kelso Lake and the foot where it flows into the river at 

Seneacquoteen. The organization and financing of the project required more time than Paul 

Clagstone had left in his own ranching enterprise. He was forced to declare bankruptcy in 1914 

and leave his property to his creditors.
16

 

But before he did so, he presented 200 acres to the University of Idaho in 1909 to be used as a 

demonstration farm.  The Clagstone Demonstration Farm was located at the Clagstone Junction, 

Bonner County, on the Spokane International Railway, 25 miles southwest of Sandpoint.  

According to the 1914 Experiment Station director, W.H. Olin, the farm was accepted on that 

date by Professor E.E. Elliott, then Acting Director of the Idaho Agricultural Experiment Station. 

The purpose of this early farm was to ñmake this demonstration farm helpful to the man of small 

means by making the practical demonstration of most effective and efficient methods of clearing 

the land and putting into forage, feed and seed cropsò writes Olin. 

In addition to this 200 

acre farm, reference 

was made in the 

Regentsô minutes that a 

block of land within the 

village of Clagstone 

and about 45 acres of 

land adjacent to the 

farm was also available 

to the University for 

demonstration.
17

  

Because considerable 

interest had been shown 

by farmers in the cut-

over areas, it was 

extremely beneficial to 

have the University 

establish such 

demonstration farms to show the best ways to develop the land and to determine the best crop 

and cropping sequence.    The university bulletin No. 8, a 1907-08 Report of the Director to the 

board of Regents mentions this interest of farmers especially in the Rathdrum, Sandpoint and 

Bonners Ferry communities.   

                                                           
16

 Hoodoo Valley History  
17

 From the unpublished manuscript written in 1914 by W.H. Olin, who was then directory of the Idaho Agricultural 

Experiment Station.   
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For the first year or more, the work on the Clagstone Station involved clearing the tract of dense 

undergrowth, second growth, timber and ñ40 to 100 stumps per acre.ò This was done under the 

direction of R.A. Hunting. The early report gives considerable detail data on the equipment and 

costs of removing stumps and clearing land.  Mr. N.H. Heidman was foreman of this 

demonstration farm and conducted crop research from April 1910 to about January 1914.  This 

work was under the general supervision of Director Olin. 

Early research on this demonstration farm involved soils research conducted by Professor J. 

Shirley Jones, Agricultural Chemist, who in 1912 established rotation plots. These plots were 

established concurrently and were compared with similar tests at Gooding and Caldwell Stations 

to determine the influence of soil and climatic factors upon the gluten content of three strains of 

Turkey Red wheat from Nebraska, Kansas and Idaho.  Peas and pearl vetch, barley and oats were 

used in the rotation.  At Clagstone the soils were slightly acid and the demonstrations showed 

good response from barnyard manure and applications of 750 to 1000 pounds of lime per acre. 

Early work also consisted of tests with various legumes.  Mammoth red clover, alsike and alfalfa 

were compared in 1911.  The early problems consisted of proper inoculation and records 

indicated poor growth and the necessity to reseed alfalfa and other legumes.  Various nutrient 

treatments were applied including top dressing of nitrate of soda, lime, and dried blood.  The 

reports indicated that treated plots yielded newly double the untreated plots.  Early tests in 1912 

by J.M. Westgate of the United States Department of Agriculture included various strains of 

clover.  Those listed were common red, alsike, orrel, perm, mammoth, Italian and giant white.  

Also two strains of hardy alfalfa-Baltic and Grimm were compared with spring vetches.  Forage 

yields of 2.65 tons of alfalfa and 2.17 tons of red clover were reported on plots fertilized the 

previous year.  Pasture plots were also established in 1911 on this farm.  The grasses included 

Paul Clagstone's main ranch house and buildings, 1909.  Main house, paddocks and barns in background.  Workmen's 

cabin in foreground.  Cabin on left is original family home built in 1900 - big house built in 1902. 










































































































































































































































































































































